SLA is a field of study characterized by multiple theories. In particular, debate has recently centred on whether SLA should adopt a cognitive or social orientation. Such debates can only be resolved if it is possible to identify a set of criteria for evaluating opposing theories of L2 acquisition. The purpose of this paper is to explore different approaches to theory evaluation in SLA and to suggest that the very nature of SLA as an applied discipline should lead us to accept and welcome theoretical pluralism. Nevertheless, there is one requirement that any SLA theory must satisfy -it must account for 'change'.
Introduction
The existence of multiple theories of L2 acquisition has led to discussion about how theories can be evaluated. Three approaches to theory evaluation can be identified. One is the rationalist approach, which involves identifying a set of criteria that can be applied to all theories as a way of eliminating those that are unsatisfactory. This, according to Long (1993) , should be the goal of SLA research. The second approach is to abandon any attempt to evaluate theories on rational grounds, and to turn instead to aesthetic criteria. The third approach is to accept that theoretical pluralism is not just a temporary feature of an immature discipline, but is here to stay and to try to avoid the attendant problems of absolute relativism by evaluating theories in relation to their particular contexts and purposes. I will argue in support of the third position.
Epistemic relativism
Theories should be evaluated in relation to the context in which they were developed and the purpose(s) they are intended to serve. By way of example, UG-based theory is best understood in terms of the field of Chomskian linguistics from which it was developed, and thus needs to be evaluated with regard to the contributions that it makes to that field. It would seem to me entirely inappropriate to try to understand and evaluate such a theory from the point of view of a foreign language teacher. In contrast, sociocultural SLA has been developed by researchers interested in language pedagogy; constructs such as mediation and the zone of proximal development have obvious relevance to teachers.
An approach to evaluation that acknowledges that theories are contextually determined allows for an acceptance of complementarity without a commitment to absolute relativism. It can still be argued that among theories constructed for the same purpose and context, one does a better job than another because it is more complete, fits the facts better, affords more interesting predictions, and is more consistent with other theories, etc. For example, among early cognitive theories, Bialystok's Theory of L2 Learning (see Bialystok 1978 ) might be considered a better theory than Krashen's Monitor Theory (see Krashen 1981) because it allows for an interface between explicit and implicit knowledge, for which there is growing empirical support. Similarly, it could be argued that, among social theories, sociocultural SLA (as in Lantolf & Thorne 2006 ) provides a fuller and more convincing account than the socio-interactional theory promoted by Firth and Wagner (1997; 2007) because it seeks to explain not just how learning arises in social activity but how it becomes subsequently internalised. However, as I will argue in the following section any theory must account for 'internalisation'.
Recognising that theories are necessarily contextual and purposeful raises the key issue of who should be the arbitrator of whether a particular theory is valid (i.e. of practical use to whatever field it addresses). I would argue that ultimately it is not the SLA theorist who should decide whether a particular theory is relevant to a particular purpose, but the consumers of the theory. SLA is in essence an applied discipline and any attempt to evaluate its products without reference to their applications is doomed to failure. This is why SLA theories are not usually abandoned as a result of empirical study or powerful argumentation, but rather slip slowly and gently into oblivion if and when they are no longer seen as useful. Over the years, it is possible to detect a gradual waning of influence of some theories such as the Monitor Theory (Krashen, 1981) and the continued support given to others (e.g. Long's (1996) Interaction Hypothesis). Ultimately, it is not that the unsuccessful theories fail to match up to rationalist criteria while successful theories do (although evaluating theories within a paradigm against such criteria may be of value); it is rather that some theories are found to be useful by researchers and/ or practitioners and others are not.
An epistemic relativist stance, therefore, affords a possible way of escaping the confrontation between cognitive and social SLA, which dominates so much discussion about theory in SLA (e.g. Firth & Wagner, 2007) while avoiding the philosophical (and practical) problems associated with absolute relativism. It allows for the coexistence of the two paradigms, while allowing for theories within each one to be examined critically.
'Acquisition' involves changes
There is, however, one requirement that any SLA theory must satisfy -it must necessarily account for change in the learner's use of the L2 over time. It is simply not possible to talk about 'acquisition' (however defined) without acknowledging that it involves change. What is needed then is a clear operational definition of what 'change' involves. I would like to suggest that to demonstrate change it is ideally necessary to show that:
1. The learner could not do x at time a (the 'gap') 2. The learner co-adapted x at time b ('social construction'). 3. The learner initiated x at time c in a similar context as in time b ('internalisation/ self-regulation'). 4. The learner employed x at time d in a new context ('transfer of learning'). where x refers to some micro of macro feature of language (e.g. a specific lexical item or a particular genre). This definition assumes that change (and therefore acquisition) can occur at three different levels. Level 1 is where change originates in social activity--it is a scaffolded constructed. To demonstrate this it is necessary to provide evidence that the learner could not perform x prior to the occasion when its jointly constructed use becomes evident. Level 2 is where the learner demonstrates the ability to use the newly acquired feature in a similar context to that in which it first appeared but independently of any interlocutor's scaffolding. Level 3 occurs when the learner can extend to the use of the feature to an entirely different context. These levels reflect 'depth' of acquisition. In other words, acquisition should not be viewed as an all or nothing phenomenon (i.e. the learner 'knows' or 'does not know' something but as incremental and continuous). Arguably, acquisition is never complete as the potential for transfer of learning (what I have called Level 3) is ever present -a view that is compatible with a dynamic systems view of language acquisition (Larsen-Freeman 2008) .
Conclusion
The challenge facing both cognitive and social SLA researchers is to demonstrate that change has taken place. Cognitive SLA researchers are currently debating the validity of their instruments for measuring acquisition (see, for example, Norris & Ortega 2003) , querying the over-reliance on discrete-item tests that do not tap learners' ability to use L2 features spontaneously in natural-like contexts. Social SLA researchers, such as Firth and Wagner (2007) , now acknowledge that it is not possible to simply equate use and acquisition and that a longitudinal study is needed to show how use leads to change over time. If there can be agreement on what is needed to demonstrate acquisition there is much less danger of SLA disintegrating into warring epistemological camps.
